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SHATE Metundl ReSWURCES

By MEM TEME

condemned {o repeat it.” Those words of

the philosopher George Santayana ace
worth remembering in our discussion of energy
issues. What we are hearing ioday is hauntngly
famitiar to anyone who lived through the “coal
wars™ in Montana in the 1970s and 1980s.

In the late 1960s and early 1570s there was
broad recogaition that our dependence on il
coming from the politically volatile middle-east
was a matter on national security.

The Nixon Administiration unveiled “Project
Independence.” a plan to be energy independent
by 1985. One component of that plan was the
North Central Power Study released in 1971

The study proposed some 42 large coal plants
in western states, 21 of those slated for Moatana.
The public reatly didn't get engaged until the
middle-sast blew up again, giving us the 4rab Od
Embargo of 1973, ,

The resulting drametic price increases and
shortages created an energy crisis. Coal became
“America’s ace in the hofe.” The proponents of
coal development zgreed, we can do it right;
quickly, effictently and cleandy. Sound famifiae?

Opponents of the coal boom were concerned
abeut water quantity and quality, air pollirtion,
cost to consumers, land use, beom and bust eco-
nomic impacts and an and on. The great coal
wars began. : )

Without geing through the bloady details, it is
sufficient 10 say that ondy two solid proposals
moved forward in Montana, Colstrip 3 and 4.

These multi-billion dollar plants came on-line
just in time to contribute {0 a surplus in the

Hwﬁm whao can not remember the past are
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regional power markets. Other develepers had
been building power plants at the same time for
the sanie reasans.

Mortana Power moved o have Colstrip 3 put
into customer rates and more cOnroversy
ensued. Customers eaded up paying higher
prices and Montana Power went through a finan-
¢ial hemorrhage, selting Calstrip 4 to the Cuy of
Los Angeles at 3 discounied price.

By the 1990s it was atl 2 dim memory. The
conservation poticlesimiplemented in the 1970s
and 1986's were curtailed aad abandoned. The
push for new clean renewable energy technology
rurned into a shrug and we continued on our
raerry way untid we were hit by another energy
crisis ... which is where we sit today.

One of the big tessons we should take away
from our last energy crisis is that big power
plants are risky. :

Private financial markets know that it is diffi-

Let’s learn from past mistakes

manage the risk inherent in meeting our energy
needs in the {uture.

1. Use what we have efficiently — One of the
successes of the energy crisis of the 1970's was a
dramatic reduction in our energy consumpion.
We know it works and it is the cheapest and
cleanest alternative.

2. Use clean power sources — Greenhouse gas
ermissions are upacceptable and are going 1o
become much more costly as regulators move (o
pepalize those emissions to try ta stop the global
warming ¢risis. We shouwld not support projects
that will contribute ta global warming and risk
getting caught in the regulatory cross fire.

3. Build smatler, decendralized and diversified
power generasors — Reducing the size lowers
risk, placing smaller plants around the system,
close to where the power is used, has lots of ben-
efits includiog dampening the boom and bust
econemic effects, lower transmission costs and
better system reliability. It also spreads around
the economic benefits.

4. Use cutting edge technology — New tech-
nology offers great promise for operating our

cult to predict power prices over a long period of  glectric system much more efficiently. Digital

time, iet glone the 30 years or so it takes to pay
for a big coal plant.

Given the lack of private capital available,
developers murn to the public trough. They want
public “infra-strocture” investment, tax defer-
tals, publictprivate parmerships and market
guacantees (putting Montana rate payers on the
hook fer the power before the plant is built to
guarantee a revenue stream). A subsidy is a sub-
sidy by any other name. v A

But there are other lessons w our last ezergy
crisis. And there are a lot of things we can do 1o

switching, real-time metering, and other new
technologies for managing power generation,
loads and the grid offer great opportunities to
become more efficient. We should take them.
It's werth remembering that we have been
here before and we made some pretty big mis-
takes.
Let's pot make them again.
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